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Political art by artist Varunika Saraf
attempts to spell out the current times
through images

Her ongoing solo presents landscapes inflicted with violence, farmer protests and India's history of

resistance

Written by Benita Fernando
Mumbai | December 10, 2021 09:10 IST
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Embroidery makes its appearance in some other works in the show, such as a burnished set called
Jugni (2020). (Photo: PR handout)

Caput Mortuum, Hyderabad-based artist and art historian Varunika Saraf’s latest solo show, derives

its title from a pigment with an unusual history. Some say its close cousin was once extracted from
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mummified bodies, with anecdotes of people running out of true Egyptian mummies to produce the
pigment. Others say it is based in alchemy, as the residue in a heating flask after the nobler
elements sublimate. Caput Mortuum is Latin for “Dead Head”, relating to rust and residue. The
pigment—an earthy brown with tones of violet and maroon—is more affable than its backstory
suggests but Saraf is drawn to it precisely for these morbid and mysterious connotations. She uses
the pigment extensively, often as the base layer in her paintings, including several in this exhibition

that opened last month at Mumbai’s Chemould Prescott Road gallery and runs till December 31.

ALSO READ | Museum to fix ‘ripples’ in Rembrandt’s ‘Night Watch’

“Caput Mortuum looks like dried blood. It seeps through the overlying stratum of colour and bleeds

through the surface. It’s like history and past injustices,” says Saraf, 39. The artist’s note for the

avhihitinn nocac nhracac crinh ac “hlate afhlaadina ~alane? and “a mracant haciacad by hematal anta AF

expect a bloody affair. But in place of the grotesque, Saraf offers illusion.
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